This review investigated the effects of electroconvulsive therapy (ECT) on depression. The main results suggested that ECT is better than simulated ECT and some medications. However, flaws in the way in which the studies were analysed might have introduced biases that could influence the results of the review.
The review used reasonable inclusion criteria to select studies from an adequate search of two large databases, augmented with searches of some additional sources. Study validity was assessed using an established scale and investigated as a moderator of effect size. Some details of the included studies were given in the review, but these were very sparse: e.g. there were no individual study details about the participants (other than age), the duration or intensity of the treatment, and the length of follow-up.
The studies were combined using an established method of meta-analysis. However, the studies differed from one another in terms of control interventions, outcomes and other important aspects. This was reflected in the highly significant statistical heterogeneity observed for most of the pooled comparisons. In addition, because some of the included studies contributed more than one effect size to the overall pooled effect size, the control group patients may have been double-counted in the meta-analysis, which might have biased the findings. Though the authors' overall conclusion that ECT was efficacious seems reasonable, their more specific conclusions were based on comparisons of subgroups of trials rather than comparisons within randomised trials and, therefore, need to be interpreted with caution.
